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			Introduction

			The horsemen start down the slope towards her. All four of them, kicking up thick swirls of snow dust that the wind takes and scatters. Their spear points shining coldly in the light.

			She sheds her gloves, curls her numb fingers around the hilt of her knife. Not the one he gave her. Her own. The one she brought with her all the way from home. The one she practised with, which he showed her how to use. Smaller, more easily concealed. She pulls it from its sheath and draws it inside her sleeve where they won’t see it. Not, she hopes, until it’s too late. If she is to die, then she might as well try to kill one or more of them first.

			Stay strong, she tells herself.

			She fixes her gaze upon the horsemen. Tries to, anyway. Everything is blurred. White stars creeping in at the corners of her sight. She blinks to try to get rid of them, but they won’t go away.

			Closer the riders come, and closer still. Her lungs are burning. Her cheeks are burning.

			Attack, don’t defend, she remembers. Be quick. Strike first. Kill quickly.

			She grips the knife hilt as tightly as she can as they loom larger. It won’t be long now.

		

	
		
			First Day

		

	
		
			Not much further, Tova pleads. She doesn’t know how much longer she can go on. She can hardly place one foot before the other any more, but she doesn’t want to be left behind and find herself alone on these hills, with night’s shadow falling all around her. She presses on up the path, leading Winter, clenching her teeth as she struggles against the wind. It grasps at her clothes as if determined to tear them from her, fierce but clumsy, like the fingers of an unwanted admirer.

			Her lady, Merewyn, strides on in front, leading her own palfrey, fifty paces ahead. Almost at the crest already.

			She’ll kill us, Tova thinks. She’ll kill us both. She’s brought this upon us, and now we’ll probably die out here, in this wilderness. Either they’ll catch us or else the cold will do for us. Because of what she’s done.

			Of course Tova didn’t have to come. If she’d been strong enough, she could have refused, could have stayed behind, where it’s safe and warm, where there’s no one pursuing her. That’s what she tells herself. But she knows it’s not true. How could she have forgiven herself if she’d abandoned her lady in her hour of need, after everything Merewyn has done for her?

			That’s why she’s here. That’s why she came. And whatever happens now, she knows there’s no turning back.

			The wind whips once, twice, then dies away. A moment’s respite. And that’s when she hears it. Blasting out across the hillside, each time louder than the last: a sound she recognises. A sound that makes her stomach lurch and her skin turn to ice.

			The sound of the horn. She turns, ready to cry out—

			But there’s no one. Only a goat with an injured foreleg, bleating forlornly as it negotiates a rocky outcrop and limps on down the hill. Her tiredness is catching up with her, and now her ears are playing tricks. She takes a deep breath, trying to still her nerves and her pounding heart. She glances down the path, back along the valley. Fields and hedges glisten white with frost that the day’s small warmth has failed to melt. Between them winds the swollen stream: tumbling, frothing, bright with the dying sun’s fire.

			She shivers, and not just from the cold. If she stays in one place too long, her feet will freeze and won’t want to move again. Her dress is wet at the hem, and she wishes she’d had time to gather some thicker clothes, ones better suited to the road, rather than these thin things. Gloves, too. Her hands are dry and beginning to crack at the knuckles. Her fingers might as well belong to someone else, for all that she can feel them. Sharp as steel, the wind pierces fur and wool and linen, biting into flesh: ice-burning, wounding deep. In all her fifteen years she can’t remember a winter as bitter as this.

			Keep going, she tells herself.

			She pulls her borrowed cloak closer around her shoulders and belts it more tightly to try to stop it flapping. Someone back home will be missing it, she thinks, and for a moment she feels sorry for him. It must be a man, she decides, not just because of its size but also because of the hole in one armpit, which any woman would have made sure to mend. Was it Skalpi’s once? Probably not; Merewyn would surely have seen to it if it were. It’s heavy and the sleeves are too long, but it’s all she has and better than nothing. In the darkness and in their rush to leave, she couldn’t find her own anywhere, and this was the best her lady was able to lay hands on. Theft, to add to everything else.

			This will end up being my burial shroud, she thinks.

			At last she manages to drag herself and Winter, her faithful mare, to the top of the hill. Merewyn is waiting. Her fine woollen cloak, with its ermine trim and paired silver brooches, is wrapped tightly around her shoulders. Her fair hair has come loose from its braid and flies in the wind; her cheeks are flushed pink, and her face is drawn in a stern look.

			‘Keep up,’ she tells Tova. ‘We can’t stop. If they find us . . .’

			She doesn’t finish. She doesn’t have to.

			And the fact that Tova’s here, helping Merewyn: will that make her just as guilty in their eyes? Maybe they’ll show her mercy. As for her lady, though, she’s less sure. Not after what she’s done.

			Tova knows, even without being told. She has seen the spots of blood on Merewyn’s sleeve, at the wrist where she’s tried to conceal them underneath her bracelet. Small and dark, they could be easily mistaken for spatters of dirt, like those now decorating her skirt after a day’s hard riding across the moors.

			But they aren’t dirt. They were there at the beginning.

			She remembers hearing Cene’s barking, although it seemed somehow distant. She remembers Merewyn’s hand on her shoulder, jolting her from her dreams.

			They needed to go, she said. Straight away.

			Tova didn’t understand, not at first, but then in the lantern light and through blurry eyes she saw those crimson spots. And straight away she knew.

			The desperation in her lady’s hushed voice. The whiteness of her face. The quickness with which her eyes darted about the room, as if she expected to be discovered at any moment. How Tova’s own heart wouldn’t stop thumping as she tugged on clothes and at the same time shoved what she needed into her pack. She didn’t hesitate, didn’t question. Instead she kept her fears bound up as tightly as she could while she concentrated on doing what she needed to do, as quickly and as quietly as possible. And so under cover of night she and her lady slipped away from the hall, from the manor. From Heldeby. From home. By the time the first sliver of sun crept above the eastern hills, they were already long gone.

			It was only a few hours ago, and yet it feels like an age. She has no idea how many miles they’ve travelled, but she doesn’t think it’s very far. Which is why Tova thinks that sooner or later, Ælfric will find them. Him and Ketil and whatever band of men they’ve managed to gather. They’ll have dogs with them to sniff out the trail; they’ll have swift horses beneath them—

			‘Come on,’ Merewyn says. ‘Just a little farther, before dark.’

			‘Wait,’ Tova says.

			‘We can’t stop. You know we can’t. If we’re to have any hope of losing them, we have to keep going.’

			‘Going where? Do you even know where we are?’

			Tova doesn’t know this land, and she’s beginning to doubt that her lady does too. They’ve been keeping off the main tracks and droveways, staying well away from any manor or vill, since two young women travelling on a harsh winter’s day like this and in such uncertain times as these, are highly ­conspicuous and easily remembered. What they don’t want is to meet anyone who can say later that, yes, they did indeed spy a lady and her maid upon the road, and strange it seemed for them to be out by themselves, and that they came through not an hour ago, and they were riding in that direction, and that if you go after them quickly you should catch them before the day is out.

			She has been trusting Merewyn. Trusting that she knows what she is doing and knows her way. But now Tova sees her hesitation. And she realises the truth.

			They’re lost.

			Lost and chilled to the bone and starving too. Tova is no stranger to hunger: she remembers that year after the dry summer when the barley wilted in the fields, when they had to boil roots they’d dug up in the woods so that they could make what grain they had stretch through the cold months. But it’s not just a question of food. They have no tent, nor kindling for a fire, nor so much as a winter blanket between them on which to bed down. Already it’s growing late; the river mist is starting to settle over the meadows below. The first stars are appearing. Clear skies. A frosty night to come.

			‘The old road is this way,’ Merewyn says, but she’s only repeating what she has already said several times, and the words have grown stale. ‘If we can find it, we can reach my brother’s manor. We’ll be safe there, I promise. He’ll take us in, he’ll protect us.’

			‘And what if they’ve sent word ahead? Don’t you think that if Ælfric has any sense, he’ll guess that’s where we might go? What if they’re already waiting for us when we arrive? How is Eadmer going to protect us then?’

			Merewyn is silent for a while as if contemplating, but there’s nothing to contemplate. Tova knows she’s right.

			Her lady asks, ‘What would you have us do, then?’

			Tova glances towards the west, where the tiniest gleam of sun is still visible. It won’t be for much longer.

			‘We need shelter. Some place where there’s fodder and food and a fire, where we can rest until we work out what to do next. We can’t keep travelling through the night. We don’t know the paths. What if one of the horses loses its footing and goes lame? What if one of us falls and breaks an ankle?’

			Merewyn bites her lip. It’s fear above all else that has kept them going all day without food or water, with hardly any pause. That same fear is what drives her still. But for the first time since this morning Tova sees doubt in her eyes: a sign that reason is at last beginning to win through.

			‘I thought I saw a hall about a mile back, maybe a bit more than that,’ Tova says. ‘We could ask the people there if they could spare—’

			Merewyn presses her hands against her forehead as though an ache has been building for some time and won’t go away.

			‘It’s all right,’ Tova says. She puts her arm around Merewyn as she turns and buries her head in Tova’s shoulder.

			‘I never meant to do it,’ Merewyn says, sobbing. ‘You know that, don’t you?’

			‘I know.’

			But she doesn’t know. Still all these hours later Merewyn hasn’t told her the whole story of what happened, and Tova doesn’t feel it’s her place to ask. So she’s guessing, filling in the details as best she can, piecing the story together from what she already knows.

			‘This is all my fault,’ says Merewyn.

			‘Don’t say that.’

			To the west, the sun has at last vanished below the hills. If they’re going to find somewhere to spend the night, they need to do so quickly. Tova doesn’t want to be stumbling across these hills in the moonlight.

			‘Look,’ she says. ‘It’s not far back to this hall. If we try, we can probably still make it before dark.’

			Merewyn wipes her eyes with the back of her hand. ‘All right,’ she says as she pulls away, breathing deeply, trying to regain her composure. To reassert herself. ‘But we tell no one who we really are. Do you understand? No one. We’re travellers – pilgrims who have lost the road and are looking for somewhere to spend the night.’

			Tova nods. As if she needed to be told. She understands they need to be careful. She only hopes that the folk are friendly, that they have food and ale to spare, and a bench by the wall or a mattress of straw set aside where guests can bed down.

			And then tomorrow, she thinks, we’ll do this all over again.

			*

			She knows something isn’t right long before they reach the hall. Night has fallen. Only the faintest ribbon of orange above the woods to the west. The wind has eased, at least, and for that small mercy she thanks God. Her hunger has gone too; her stomach seems to have given up any hope of food. All she wants is to sit in front of the hearth fire, to dry these damp clothes of hers, to warm her ice-bitten hands and to feel the glow upon her cheeks.

			Except as she gazes across the vale she sees no smoke rising from the thatch, nor from any of the field labourers’ cottages and laithes that surround it. Not a wisp anywhere. And no smoke means no fire. Yet it isn’t that long since dusk. Surely it can’t be that everyone is already in their beds.

			It’s quiet. Not a bleat nor a whinny from byre or stables; no goatherd calling out as he rounds up the last of his lord’s flock, nor the sound of a child crying, nor gentle music carrying softly from the hall. Only the owls calling to one another across the valley.

			‘What’s wrong now?’ Merewyn asks.

			‘Listen,’ Tova says, surprising herself with her own forcefulness.

			‘For what?’ Merewyn asks, her frown darkening. ‘I don’t hear anything.’

			‘That’s what I mean.’

			It’s as if everyone who lived here has simply disappeared: flown away on the wind to join the swallows wherever it is they go for the winter, leaving their homes and all their possessions behind them.

			‘Do you think we should go on?’ Tova asks. Her feet won’t carry her much further, certainly not as far as the next nearest village or manor, wherever that might be.

			Her lady doesn’t seem to hear. She glances about, suddenly anxious. But everything is still: no sign of movement anywhere.

			Tova asks, ‘What?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Merewyn says. ‘Stay close to me.’

			There’s an unwelcome feeling in the pit of Tova’s stomach, the same as the one she had when Merewyn woke her in the night. She can’t help but feel that someone, somewhere, is watching them.

			She remembers the stories the grown-ups used to tell when she was young. Stories of the shadow-walkers, creatures that stalk the night, which were said to come when the moon is new, as it is tonight, to steal away children and livestock to eat or sometimes to sacrifice to the Devil. Tova never paid much heed to those tales; it didn’t take her long to work out that they had been made up only to frighten children into behaving. The closer they get to the hall, though, past the churchyard and the empty sheepfold, the surer she becomes. Something’s out there. A shadow-walker, in one form or another.

			Enough, she tells herself. You’re letting your imagination get the better of you.

			She keeps a tight hold of Winter’s reins as they approach the hall, which is built in the old style, like a boat turned upside down, wider amidships than at bow and stern, the keel arching towards the sky. Like the one at home, until it burned down five years ago and Skalpi had the new one built. Nowhere near as grand, though. It seems a poorer place than Heldeby; at most a dozen families must live here. Or lived. The roof of one of the barns has collapsed in on itself, while the cob is crumbling away, exposing the wattle. Hoes and shovels have been left propped up against walls. Pails stand half-full of murky water.

			They come to the yard, which is bounded on one side by the hall and on two others by squat timber-and-thatch buildings that might be storehouses or kitchens or stables. Tova thought that maybe someone might have come out to greet them, if not from the cottages then from the hall itself. But no one does.

			‘Where is everyone?’ she whispers as they near the well in the middle of the yard. She feels the need to be quiet, in case whatever it is that’s watching them should also be listening. The wind has died to nothing. Silence hangs everywhere like a shroud.

			‘Stay here with the horses,’ Merewyn says.

			‘Where are you going?’ Tova calls after her, but Merewyn is already making her way across the yard to the hall door. Taking charge. Her skirt trails in the mud, but she’s too preoccupied to notice or care. She hammers with pale fists upon the oak, calling to whoever’s inside, asking if they’ll offer respite to two weary travellers. When there’s no answer, she shakes the handle, but it won’t budge.

			Tova glances around, searching the shadows. Whatever happened here, she decides, it can’t be good. As desperate as she is for food and warmth and rest, suddenly she wants nothing more than to leave, and as soon as possible. Out here in the yard they’re too exposed. Whatever was watching them before is still out there, and she doesn’t like it.

			She’s about to call out to Merewyn, to ask if they can go, when she hears the laughter.

			Laughter, and voices.

			She stands as still as ice, hardly daring to breathe. There are people here after all. Not just one or two, but more like four or five or six. All men by the sound of it, somewhere beyond the outbuildings that ring the yard.

			Ælfric and Ketil, Tova thinks. They’ve been tracking us all day, and now they’ve found us.

			Then she realises the voices are coming from the other direction: from the north and west. So it can’t be them. Then who? Some of the villagers whose home this is returning from wherever they’ve been?

			They’re coming closer. She can hear them muttering to one another and sniggering, as if sharing a joke. She can make out the jangle of harnesses, faint but unmistakable. That, and the clink of mail.

			Not just any men. Warriors.

			She looks about for her lady. Merewyn’s nowhere in sight, but Tova doesn’t dare call out.

			They need to hide, and quickly. If they’re discovered, they’ll be entirely at the mercy of these men, whoever they are.

			Taking hold of the horses’ reins, she tries to lead them away from the well. Behind the hall, she thinks; they’ll be out of sight there. Winter follows without complaining, but Merewyn’s palfrey is as wilful as her owner and won’t move an inch.

			Please, Tova beseeches the creature as it tosses its head and shies away. Don’t play these games with me. Not now.

			The more she fights with it, the more determined it grows. It has travelled far enough already, it’s decided, and will go no further.

			‘Tova!’

			She glances across the yard, sees Merewyn’s face pale in the moonlight, peering out from behind the door of one of the many sheds and storehouses. Her eyes are wide, frantic, as she beckons Tova.

			But the horses, she thinks.

			At any moment the men will appear; she can hear them just beyond the low barn opposite the hall. She doesn’t have much time. One lets out a guffaw that splits the night like a roll of thunder. Her throat is dry, her breath sticks in her chest and her feet are rooted where she stands.

			‘Tova!’

			Abandoning the animals, she pelts, heart pounding, across the yard as fast as her feet will carry her, the fear that was holding her stiff now driving her on. Her ankle sinks into a puddle that’s deeper than it looks, and she stumbles, the mud sucking at her shoe. She claws at the air, trying to keep her balance, but it’s no use. She meets the yard face first: mud in her hair and on her cheeks, on her hands and sleeves and the front of her dress. She scrambles to her feet, struggling against the weight of the dirt plastering her clothes, and hurls herself through the doorway into the arms of the waiting Merewyn, nearly knocking her from her feet. The blood is pounding so hard inside her skull that she thinks her head must burst.

			‘Quiet,’ Merewyn whispers. ‘Not a sound.’

			Tova nods, unable to speak even if she wanted to. Merewyn pulls the door to. Darkness enfolds them.

			Not a moment too soon, either. One of the men shouts out, and the laughter and talking cease.

			They’ve spied the horses, she thinks.

			She holds her breath as she huddles down between her lady and a pile of unsplit logs. Small ones for the hearth fire or the kitchens. Bigger ones for fencing and staving. There’s no bolt on the door and so it hangs ajar. Not by much – a finger’s breadth, maybe – but enough to let in a sliver of moonlight. In the walls are cracks where the daub has crumbled away from the wattle: some needle-fine, others large enough to poke her thumb through.

			‘Five,’ Merewyn says. ‘I saw them.’

			‘Did they see you?’

			Merewyn doesn’t answer. Maybe she doesn’t know. Her eyes are shut tight; her breath comes quickly and lightly and her lips move silently.

			She’s praying, Tova thinks. As well she might. They’re trapped. If they try to leave, they’ll surely be seen. And where would they go? Across the fields towards the woods? Their packs are with the horses; everything they own is inside them.

			One of the men calls out, although whether for their benefit or to his companions, Tova isn’t sure. Whatever he’s saying, she can’t make sense of it. It isn’t English, and she doesn’t think it’s Danish, either.

			Which can only mean—

			A chill runs through her, deeper even than when they were up on the high hills, and the wind was battering her and screaming in her ear.

			It can’t be.

			Moving as quietly as she can, she edges towards the wall that faces the yard.

			‘What are you doing?’

			Tova peers through the cracks, trying to catch a glimpse of them. She has to know. At first she sees nothing except shadows. Then she makes out the well, and the figures next to it.

			Five of them, just as her lady said.

			One is still mounted; the others are on foot, standing beside their horses. Each one clad from head to knees in steel. Their byrnies and spurs glint in the moonlight as if newly polished. Slung across their backs are tall shields of a sort she has never seen before, wide at the top and tapering to a rounded point. Gold-inlaid sword hilts protrude from garnet-studded scabbards.

			One of those on foot has taken off his helmet. She notices his hair, cut close on top and shaved at the back. Not like any Englishman.

			And she knows.

			‘Normans,’ she breathes. ‘They’re Normans.’

			‘Are you sure?’

			No, she isn’t. Tova has never seen one before, even though it’s more than three years since they first came to England. They’ve never come this far north.

			Like everyone, though, she has heard the stories. In her imagination she has always pictured them clearly enough. Dark featured, built like bulls, with eyes as cold as the steel in their scabbards.

			Just like these men.

			‘We know you’re there,’ barks the helmet-less one in clumsy English, as if he can’t quite get his tongue around the words.

			Through the crack she sees him stride forward. He must be their leader, she thinks: he looks like he’s used to giving orders. Long-limbed, he stands tall, his thin face in shadow.

			‘Show yourselves,’ he says. ‘We won’t harm you!’

			He flashes a grin at his friends. Two of them rest their hands on the pommels of their swords.

			They know no honour; they are the Devil’s creatures, craving only pillage and ruin. She has heard how they have ravaged the south, how they have built towering strongholds everywhere from which to keep watch over the land. But people always said they were too frightened to venture this far, that they feared to go up against the proud people of Northumbria. Even once the rebellion was defeated, still they hadn’t come. The weeks had passed, Christmas had been and gone. Tova, like everyone else, had begun to believe they were safe.

			But not any more.

			Have mercy upon us, Lord, Tova prays silently, sitting with her back against the wall, hardly daring to breathe. As if that will make them go away. God didn’t stop them crossing the Narrow Sea that fateful autumn. He didn’t lend his aid when it was most needed: in the great battle at Hæstinges, or in the rebellion that everyone hoped would drive them from this land.

			Her heart thumps in her chest so loudly that she fears they’re going to hear.

			This is how we die, she thinks.

			She wishes this day had never begun. She wishes more than ever that she’d never come.

			How long it is until she realises she can no longer hear the men’s footsteps, or their mail or the harnesses on their horses, she isn’t sure. No longer is there laughter, nor murmuring in a foreign tongue. All is still. She exchanges a glance with Merewyn.

			Merewyn whispers, ‘Have they gone?’

			No, Tova thinks. They can’t have. They’re only listening, waiting for us to make some sound, some movement that will give us away. They know we can’t hide for ever.

			And then, on the other side of the thin wattle work, there’s the soft chink-chink of mail. Slowly, deliberately, one pace at a time, a shadow breaks the tiny moonbeams that shine through the cracks. Tova can’t breathe, can’t do anything but watch as the shadow passes gradually along the wall, towards the door.

			It halts. Darkness fills the finger’s breadth between the door and the jamb. The small sliver of light is blotted out. He knows. He’s noticed the door standing ajar, and he knows!

			Make it quick, she thinks as the door flies open.

			One moment she’s huddled on the floor by the logs, shrinking away from the giant towering above her, the next his rough hands are upon her, dragging her to her feet. Shrieking, she flails wildly with fists and feet, trying to escape his grasp and his hot, putrid breath.

			Eyes and groin, she thinks. Eyes and groin.

			She lashes out towards his face, but his fingers clamp about her wrist before she can land the blow. He twists her arm behind her back as easily as he might bend a withy, and plants his other hand firmly on her shoulder. Merewyn flings herself at him, clutching at his arm, but he brushes her aside before shoving Tova out the door faster than her feet can carry her. She falls forward, landing awkwardly on her shoulder.

			A chorus of cheers. She scrambles on to her back and sees the rest of them, and then the giant emerges from the woodshed, ducking beneath the lintel, all six feet of him and more. The one she took for their leader. Dark, hard eyes gaze out from beneath his helmet rim, probing her, stripping her to her bare skin. She’s seen that look before.

			Grinning like a fisherman pleased with his day’s catch, he advances. She edges away, crab-wise. One of her shoes has slipped off. Her skirts are bunched up around her thighs. Her palms and one of her knees are stinging.

			Nowhere to go. The giant and two of his friends encircle her. Hungry looks in their eyes. One more still in the saddle, but that only makes four. Then she sees the fifth, squat and bearded, dragging Merewyn backwards from the woodshed, his arm around her neck and shoulders. 

			‘Please,’ Tova says, though it’s probably in vain. Even if they understand, what chance they’ll listen?

			Merewyn’s captor gives a yell as he shakes his wrist free from between her teeth. She twists away but doesn’t get far before his other hand catches hold of her arm. He spins her to face him, then slaps her across the cheek and pushes her into the middle of the circle; she wails as she slips on the mud. Eyes wide, arms outstretched, she tumbles towards Tova, who’s still trying to back away when her lady collapses on top of her.

			Tangle of limbs, of clothes, of hair. The breath is knocked from Tova’s chest as the heel of Merewyn’s hand slams into her ribs. As they try to separate themselves, Tova finds her face somehow caught in her lady’s cloak. She can’t see, but she can hear the howls of laughter ringing out. She feel tears welling, like a cauldron about to boil over.

			And then it happens. A sound like nothing Tova has ever heard before. A sharp whistle, like the very air is being torn apart.

			All at once the men are yelling, their horses shrieking. Tova prises herself away from Merewyn. She shakes her head free from her lady’s cloak and sees one of the animals rearing up, teetering on its hind hooves, the whites of its eyes gleaming. Its rider is on the ground, yelling as he struggles to free his foot from the stirrup where it’s lodged.

			Again that sound. And again, and again. Shouting to one another, the men unsling their shields from across their backs and draw their swords. No longer interested in her and Merewyn, they face the darkness, turning first this way and then that. Something silver flashes through the air, ringing off a helmet. Another strikes the bearded man square in the back. He staggers towards Tova and Merewyn, before crashing to the ground inches from their feet. White feathers adorn the shaft protruding from his byrnie. His eyes are glazed. He doesn’t move.

			Tova would scream but all the breath has been stolen from her. Merewyn squirms away, as if afraid that his corpse could still hurt them. Her lips move, but above the thunder of blood inside her skull and the shouts of the men, Tova can’t hear what she’s saying. Fear has her in its grip and won’t let go.

			Another arrow. And another. And another. The Normans duck behind their shields, still yelling. Their horses are bolting back the way they came, down the track.

			Merewyn clings to Tova’s arm. ‘What’s happening?’

			The one on the ground has freed his trapped leg; he scrambles away from where his mount writhes on its side in the mud: a flurry of flailing hooves kicking up stones and clods of mud and turf. The giant who laid his hands upon Tova is in the centre of the yard, pointing, waving his sword as he bellows orders. And then they’re charging towards the long barn on the other side of the yard.

			Towards the barn, where stands a figure. A shadow among shadows. He tosses his bow aside; in his hand instead is an axe.

			The first of the Normans hurls himself at the newcomer. The axe blade whirls, gleaming silver in the moon’s light. It crashes into the foreigner’s mailed stomach, sending him sprawling, and the stranger is spinning away, ducking beneath a sword swing as he heaves his axe around, into the shin of the next man.

			A crack. The blade sinks through flesh into bone. The Norman gives an unholy scream as he falls.

			‘Run!’ the stranger barks. With the barn to his rear, he sets himself to face those who are left. Dark hair trails over shoulders as broad as an ox’s. He wears no byrnie, no helmet. ‘Run!’

			It takes Tova a moment to understand what he’s saying: first that he’s speaking English, and then that he means herself and Merewyn.

			Rising, she extends an arm to help her lady up. Merewyn clasps it and is halfway to her feet before she falls back down again, crying out. She must have injured herself when she fell. Once more Tova tries, this time with both hands. She’s strong for her size, or so she has often been told, but it’s a struggle all the same. She grits her teeth as she places one arm under Merewyn’s shoulder.

			A ring of steel. A roar of anger. A howl of pain.

			Tova glances up as the stranger’s blade strikes a Norman’s cheek, slitting his face open from ear to chin. Blood and teeth fly; he goes down heavily, limply, like a sack of grain, and the stranger is twisting away, teeth bared, roaring as he does so.

			Two still standing.

			Two, when moments ago there were five.

			One is bent over, clutching at his stomach with his shield hand. He staggers forward, but he is slow, unsteady on his feet. The stranger is on him before he can raise his shield or get out of the way. He buries his axe in his foe’s neck. The Norman  falls and doesn’t get up. The stranger snatches up his shield from where it lies.

			Leaving just one.

			‘Behind you!’ Tova screams. The giant is coming at him again, sword in hand.

			She doesn’t know if the stranger hears her, or if he has already sensed the danger. He turns just in time to meet the giant’s sword strike upon his shield, and another and another and another still. Scraps of hide flail loose from the wood as the stranger is forced back under the hail of blows towards the barn.

			One pace. Two, three, four. Nearly stumbling. He’s struggling. Tiring. And if he falls then the giant will come after them next.

			She has to do something. That’s the only thought going through her mind as she glances about for the corpse of the bearded man, the one who was arrow-shot.

			There, close by the well.

			Ignoring Merewyn’s shouts, she runs towards the body. His sword arm is outstretched, his weapon still in hand. Clumsily, trying not to retch, she prises his limp, still-warm fingers away from the hilt and snatches it up. It’s lighter than she’s expecting, but even so she needs both hands to lift it.

			The Norman hasn’t yet noticed what she’s doing, but the stranger has.

			‘No,’ he yells above the crash of steel. ‘While you can, run!’

			He can’t hold out for ever, she sees. His shield droops, exposing his face. Into that opening the giant lunges. The stranger ducks again, and the blade misses by a hair’s breadth. But the Norman hasn’t finished yet. He throws himself at the stranger, hammering upon his shield, hacking splinters from the boards.

			And Tova sees that the stranger won’t last much longer. One leg slips out from beneath him as his foot loses purchase on the mud. He falls to one knee—

			‘No!’ Tova cries out.

			Reason gives way to instinct. Before she knows it she’s rushing forward, wielding the sword in both hands, breathing hard, feet pounding the dirt, her eyes stinging and blurred with the sweat running into them. Summoning all her strength, she raises the blade as high as she can, fixing her gaze on the giant’s mailed back, picturing in her mind how she’ll bring it crashing down, and again and again, until he lies prone and she can ram the steel through his mail and his flesh, through his ribs and into his heart—

			He hears her coming; his head whips round. Her heart all but stops as he starts to turn. It’s too late to change her mind. She heaves the blade, screaming without words.

			The point tears through his sleeve below the mail, biting into flesh. A glancing blow. He howls and staggers back. Tova yelps as the weight of the weapon pulls her through the stroke, off balance. She staggers sideways, almost tripping over her own feet, somehow manages to stay upright. The giant turns to face her again, and she sees the promise of death in his eyes.

			This is it, she thinks. Her feet have taken root. The sword lies heavy in her hands. She knows that she has to lift it, has to try somehow to defend herself, but she can’t.

			Unable to fight and unable to run.

			He steps towards her, raising his sword for the blow that she knows will pierce her neck or crack her skull, slice her open or run her through—

			And he stops.

			His mouth hangs open as if in surprise. Wide eyes gaze without seeing. His lips tremble but make no sound. Then his sword falls from his grasp; his legs give way, and he sinks first to his knees before finally crashing to the mud.

			Tova backs away slowly. At any moment she expects him to rise. But he doesn’t. A broad gash decorates his neck. Blood trickles down his back, pooling on the ground, where it mixes with the dirt and the water.

			Dead.

			And not just him. All five of them. Every single one, in little longer than it would have taken Father Thorvald to intone the Paternoster.

			The stranger stands, his fingers still curled around his axe’s handle. Even in the darkness she can see the blood spattered across his tunic and his face.

			Five men dead by his hand, and not a scratch upon him. Five knights of Normandy. Warriors whose skill at arms she has heard so many tales about.

			His brow gleams with sweat. Beneath it, his eyes are hollow pits. Like a wolf’s, Tova thinks, and she knows because she happened to see one prowling in the dusk not that long ago, a week before Christmas. Except that these eyes are less friendly. Her mother often used to tell her that you could glimpse a person’s soul by meeting their gaze, but if that’s true then it seems to her that his has already fled.

			Tangled hair hangs in lank strands, clinging to his forehead and to his cheeks. His clothes are threadbare, torn in places and frayed at the hems. On his arms, countless scratches and grazes, as if he has been dragged through a briar patch.

			A wild man, she thinks. One of those outlaws who are said to dwell in the marshes and the hills and the woods, who prey upon travellers, who waylay messengers, purse bearers and reeves. She has heard the rumours.

			‘Put it down, girl,’ he says. ‘You don’t want to fight me.’

			At first she doesn’t know what he means. She stares back at him, too frightened to do anything else. There’s a scar on his lip that she guesses he has carried for some time. Another beneath his right eye that looks more recent. Crooked nose. Gaunt face.

			That’s when she realises she’s still clasping the sword. The cord of the grip digs into her grazed palms, and her arms are tiring under its weight.

			‘I’m not going to hurt you,’ he says as he lets his axe fall to the ground. He raises his hands, his palms facing outwards.

			Slowly she lowers the blade, then drops it. Her heart is still pounding; she can barely feel her feet.

			Then suddenly Merewyn is at her side, throwing her arms around her, asking if she’s hurt, if she’s all right. Tova nods and tries to speak but she can’t find the words. She’s shaking, and doesn’t know how to stop.

			But for this stranger she’d be dead. That Norman would have run her through, cut her apart. How close she came, she realises suddenly.

			She glances at the still bodies of the enemy, then swallows to moisten her throat.

			She can hardly believe she’s still alive. ‘You killed them.’

			‘I didn’t have any choice,’ he says. ‘They’d have killed you otherwise.’

			‘Who are you?’ Merewyn asks, her voice trembling.

			He keeps his distance, like he’s afraid of something. Like he’s wary of getting too close.

			‘No one,’ he says. ‘Just someone trying to survive.’

			‘Do you have a name?’

			‘Beorn.’

			‘Just Beorn?’

			Not Beorn of someplace, Tova thinks. Or Beorn somebodysson.

			‘As I said,’ he answers. ‘What about you? What do I call you?’

			‘Tova,’ says Tova.

			He nods appreciatively. ‘A good name. My mother’s sister’s name.’

			She catches her lady glaring at her, and at first she doesn’t know why, but then she remembers. They were supposed to be keeping their names secret.

			Beorn turns to Merewyn. ‘And you?’

			She’s still moving gingerly, Tova sees. She must have hurt her ankle when she fell.

			‘Merewyn,’ she replies reluctantly.

			‘You shouldn’t be out wandering these hills on your own. There are enemy raiding parties everywhere, swarming these hills, hunting for folk like you. You need to find somewhere to hide, and quickly, until they’ve gone back south.’

			‘Raiding parties?’ Tova asks, feeling a chill run through her body. ‘There are others out there? More Normans?’

			‘You mean you haven’t heard?’

			She exchanges a glance with Merewyn. What is he talking about? ‘Heard what?’

			‘Listen, girl. I don’t know where the two of you have come from, or where you’ve been these past few days, but it’s not safe for you here.’

			‘The Normans are coming?’ Merewyn asks. ‘You know this for sure?’

			‘I know,’ he insists. ‘Not just a few of them, either. Hundreds. Thousands, even. King Wilelm is on the march, and his entire host with him. The biggest army ever seen north of the Humbre, the likes of which you’ve never even imagined. They’re laying waste everything they can find, slaughtering every living thing: every man, woman, child or beast whose path crosses theirs. No one is safe. If you had any sense you’d already be long gone. I thought everyone had already fled. Haven’t you seen the fires? The hall burnings?’

			Tova stares at him. Hall burnings? King Wilelm marching?

			‘I don’t understand,’ she says.

			‘Because they’re the enemy,’ Beorn replies. ‘Because that’s what they do. I’ve seen it happening with my own eyes, so believe me when I tell you.’

			‘Oh God,’ Merewyn says in a small voice. She raises a hand to her mouth. ‘The smoke. It was them. The Normans. It was their doing. It must have been.’

			‘Smoke?’ Tova asks, frowning. ‘What are you talking about?’

			‘Yesterday. Ælfric saw it yesterday evening, just before dark. When he came back, he told us. He spotted it while he was out riding the manor bounds. To the south, some miles away, he said. Thick black smoke, like a whole village had gone up in flames. He came back as soon as he saw.’

			‘You never said anything.’

			‘Because we didn’t know what it meant. We didn’t want to make people afraid for no reason, so we agreed to keep it to ourselves. Ælfric, Orm, Ketil, Thorvald and I. We were the only ones who knew. Oh God. We shouldn’t have waited. We should have warned everyone straight away. We should have started making ready to leave, just like Thorvald said. And now what if it’s too late? Tova, what if the Normans have been? We need to go back. We have to.’

			Tova clasps Merewyn’s trembling hand in her own. ‘We can’t. You know we can’t.’

			Her eyes are wide. ‘Do you think they got away? What if they didn’t?’

			‘They will have. They must have. I’m sure of it.’

			‘How can you be sure?’

			Desperately Tova glances around, but Beorn has gone. He’s walking away, down the track.

			‘Beorn, wait!’

			On hearing his name he stops and turns.

			Tova runs after him. ‘Where are you going?’

			‘To find their horses and search their packs. To see if they have anything I might use. Then I’m heading north.’

			Tova’s heart sinks. ‘You’re leaving us?’

			‘You don’t want to come with me. Believe me, you don’t.’

			‘Where are you headed?’

			‘A place called Hagustaldesham, near the old wall, the one built by the Romans that runs from sea to sea. A long way from here, in St Cuthbert’s land.’

			She’s never heard of it. ‘Why? What’s there?’

			‘It’s where all those who still oppose King Wilelm are making their stand. He didn’t crush the rebellion, only scattered it. Some have given up the fight; others have submitted to him, but not all. Those who are left, who still believe we have a chance of defeating the foreigners, they’re gathering there. Our last stronghold.’

			The rebellion. She hasn’t heard anyone speak of it in months. Not since their menfolk came back in the weeks between harvest and Christmas. The great rising, led by the ætheling Eadgar, which was supposed to drive the invaders from the kingdom and back across the Narrow Sea. The war that promised victory and ended in ruin.

			She asks, ‘You fought in the rebellion?’

			‘Girl, I don’t have time to stand here all night talking.’

			‘You can’t just abandon us,’ she protests. ‘Not if there are more of them out there.’

			‘Hagustaldesham is where I need to be.’

			‘Then take us with you.’

			‘No,’ Merewyn says hurriedly as she joins them, limping on her injured ankle. ‘We just have to get to Eadmer’s manor. He’ll know what to do. We’ll be safe there. My brother,’ she adds for Beorn’s benefit.

			‘And where does your brother live?’ he asks her.

			‘Not far from Catrice. An hour’s ride upstream from where the old road crosses the River Swalwe.’

			He shakes his head. ‘You’ll want to stay away from the old road. The Normans will be watching it. They’re heading north as well. Unless your brother has a small army guarding his gates, chances are that by the time you get there they’ll already have taken his hall, burned it to the ground. You won’t find safety there, I promise you.’

			Merewyn stares at him with wide eyes. ‘What are you saying?’

			‘I’m saying that, if he has any sense, he’ll have left as soon as he heard the news.’

			‘Then where are we supposed to go?’

			‘Up into the high hills, or deep into the woods where the enemy won’t be able to come at you.’

			‘In the middle of winter? What are we to do about food or shelter?’

			‘Then go back to wherever’s home for you and hope that the Normans haven’t been there already. Hope that they don’t come, and if they do, hide.’

			Tova blurts, ‘We can’t go back home.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Because . . .’

			She stops herself before she can go on, glancing at her lady, who has turned pale. What can she say? If he were to learn the reason they’re out here on their own, he’s hardly likely to help them.

			But Beorn has found something more deserving of his attention. He crouches down beside the corpse of the bearded Norman, removes his helmet, turns it over in his hands as he inspects it, then tries it on his own head before casting it aside.

			‘Look,’ he says as he stands. ‘It’s a long way to Hagustaldesham. A long, long way. I go much faster on my own.’

			‘How far?’ Tova asks.

			‘A hundred miles, maybe more. A week’s travel at your pace, probably.’

			A hundred miles? She can’t even imagine how far that is. Last spring, when the roads were still safe to travel, she went with Merewyn to the market by the sea at Skardaborg, which was two days’ ride. In all her life she’s never been further from home than that. Hagustaldesham, by comparison, seems a world away.

			She asks, ‘Is it safe there?’

			‘No safer than anywhere else. But there are warriors gathering there. All that’s left of the ætheling’s army.’

			‘So let us come with you,’ she says.

			‘It’s dangerous. The Normans are scouring this land, razing and killing as they go. They’re everywhere. If they catch up with us, I can’t promise that I’ll be able to protect you again.’

			‘We understand. Don’t we?’

			She turns to Merewyn, who looks unsure. She’s thinking about Eadmer, Tova guesses. She has never met her lady’s brother, but she knows that they’re close; they were always writing letters to one another. Until the war came, and the letters stopped.

			‘You don’t want to come with me,’ Beorn says. ‘You really don’t.’

			Tova says, ‘So you’re going to leave us to our fates, then.’

			He glares at her, but there’s a troubled look in his wolf eyes.

			‘We’re not afraid,’ she says. ‘And we won’t slow you down, either.’

			The truth is that she is afraid. But she’s not about to let him see that.

			‘All right,’ he says after a while. ‘Wait here. I’ll go and fetch your horses. If you want to make yourselves useful, you can gather up my arrows. Those that aren’t broken, anyway. Good ones are hard to find.’

			He sets off again down the track. Tova watches him go. She still can’t quite believe that what he says is true. That the Normans are coming. Here, to Northumbria. For so long there were rumours, but no one believed that it would ever happen.

			And now it has.

			Merewyn clutches at her sleeve. ‘Now. This is our chance. Come on.’

			‘What?’ Tova asks. ‘Run?’

			Her lady is still hobbling, Tova notices. How far, and how fast, does she expect she can go on that ankle?

			‘Anywhere. It doesn’t matter. Before he comes back. Quickly.’

			‘But he can help us. He’ll take us to Hagustaldesham.’

			‘I don’t want to go to Hagustaldesham.’

			Neither does Tova, not really, but that’s where he’s going, and she doesn’t have any better ideas. They’ve seen with their own eyes what he can do. She doesn’t know much about the ways of war, except for what she’s overheard in the feasting hall and what she’s glimpsed of Ælfric and Orm and sometimes Skalpi sparring in the training yard. But none of them ever moved like he does. None were ever as light on their feet or as quick to strike. They never made it look as easy.

			‘Don’t you think we’ll be safer if we stay with him?’ she asks.

			‘He’s no different from the others,’ Merewyn protests. ‘He’s a killer.’

			And so are you, Tova almost says, but holds her tongue. Surely Merewyn of all people realises that blood on a person’s hands isn’t necessarily a mark of evil?

			‘So what if he is?’ she asks. ‘He saved our lives.’

			‘We don’t know the slightest thing about him.’

			‘He’s on our side,’ Tova insists.

			‘You’d have us entrust our lives to a stranger.’

			‘What choice do we have?’

			Merewyn bites her lip. She must see that Tova speaks sense, even if, like so many times before, she won’t admit it. ‘If you’re wrong about him . . .’

			Then God help us both, Tova thinks, and she prays silently for both their sakes.

			*

			They sit on fleeces laid upon the damp floor, around the lantern that is their only light, listening to the rustling of mice in the thatch, eating in silence. Nuts and mouldy cheese and stale ends of bread, which Beorn has given them from his own pack. He’s elsewhere: finding more provisions, she thinks. He didn’t say where he was going or what he was doing. Wherever it is, it can’t be far, since he’s left his bow and his pack here with them.

			They huddle in their cloaks, she and Merewyn, in this rough hovel with the crumbling walls, a far cry from the hall at home, with its fire and its benches and its embroidered many-coloured wall hangings that keep out the draughts. The night is cold, but Beorn has forbidden any fire. He says the smoke will draw unwanted attention, and he’s probably right. The last thing they want is for another horde of Normans to descend upon them. Or indeed the folk whose home this is. If they were to find them sitting here, Tova doesn’t think they would be pleased.

			‘What if they come back?’ she asked Beorn earlier, when he brought them here. He’d chosen this place because it was hidden halfway up a hillside in the lee of some woods, an arrow’s flight with a good wind from the hall and the village, and because it offered a good view across the dale so they’d be able to spy anyone approaching.

			‘They won’t come back,’ he said.

			‘Why not?’

			‘Because they’re probably dead already.’

			‘Dead?’

			‘How many families were there living in this valley, do you think? A dozen? More? There aren’t many places you can hide that many people. Not when they have all their sheep and their cattle with them as well. No, believe me, they won’t be coming back.’

			Maybe he’s right, Tova thinks. But we’re still intruders here. We’ve stolen into someone else’s home. Now we’re making use of their blankets and oil and lantern. Even if it’s true that they’re dead, and so don’t have any more use for them, that doesn’t mean we can just take whatever we want. That doesn’t make it right. Does it?

			Perhaps when they go, they can leave behind some token of their gratitude, although she isn’t quite sure what. They left this morning in such a hurry. Aside from their clothes and the horses, what do they have that they could offer?

			She glances towards her lady, sitting opposite, her knees drawn up in front of her as she rubs at the ankle she hurt earlier. That ermine cloak, maybe, or the ivory comb she always carries with her wherever she goes, or the brooch of interlaced silver that Skalpi gave her before he went away all those months ago. She’ll never part with those things, Tova thinks, not because they’re precious in their own right. Not just because of that, anyway, but because without them how is anyone to know she’s a woman of means, of noble stock, someone worthy of respect? They’re all she has left to prove who she is. All she has left of her pride.

			Not that Tova blames her. She fingers the ribbon tied around her left wrist, one of the few belongings she had time to gather before they left. The green silk glimmers softly in the firelight. She supposes Merewyn feels the same way about her cloak and comb and brooch.

			Footsteps outside; a screech of iron hinges as the door swings open. Tova’s breath catches in her chest. A shadow appears in the entrance.

			But it’s only Beorn. With his shoulder he nudges the door closed behind him to keep in the warmth. There’s no lock, presumably because whoever lived here reckoned they had nothing worth stealing. Under each arm he carries a roll of folded cloth that he lays down between them, next to the lantern. He opens them out, revealing a collection of smaller bundles that he unwraps to reveal a clutch of candles, some clay pots, leather flasks, wooden bowls and spoons, three drinking cups, a handful of shrivelled apples, half a dozen small loaves, bunches of parsnips and leeks, and four round cheeses wrapped and tied with string.

			‘Some for tonight,’ he says. ‘The rest for the journey. There should be enough to keep us fed for a few days at least.’ He glances at Merewyn’s ankle. ‘Is it swollen? Can you walk on it?’

			‘I twisted it when I fell, that’s all,’ she says as she rubs at it. ‘I’ll be fine.’

			‘If you want, I can look at it for you.’

			‘No,’ she says sharply, scowling. One of her favourite expressions. Tova has often thought that if she does it too much, her face will become stuck that way. ‘I don’t need your help. I told you. I’ll be fine.’

			He shrugs, then sits down on the floor, snatches up one of the apples that he has brought and sinks his teeth into it, more like an animal than a man.

			Tova clears her throat. Straight away Beorn looks up.

			‘Why are the Normans doing this?’ she asks. ‘For three years they’ve left us alone. Why are they coming now?’

			‘Because they’re Hell creatures, bent on spreading suffering wherever they go,’ he says, spitting the words as if he cannot stand the taste of them. ‘They know no kindness or pity. All they know is how to kill. They want to scour us from the face of this earth once and for all, to make sure we can never again take up arms against them. So that we’ll never again threaten King Wilelm’s grip upon his kingdom.’

			‘But the rebellion was defeated. He crushed it.’

			She remembers all too well when the men came back after the war. Weary, hobbling. Broken inside as well as out. Their dreams shattered. Missing friends and brothers. The hope gone from their eyes. Everyone knew then that their best chance was gone.

			‘The rebellion isn’t defeated. Not as long as there are some of us still willing to fight. The war isn’t over, and don’t listen to anyone who tells you that it is.’

			‘But so many have died at their hands already,’ Merewyn says. ‘Eadgar has fled back to Scotland, hasn’t he? What more does King Wilelm want from us?’

			Beorn sighs. ‘What do I have to say before you understand? He doesn’t want anything that you or I or anyone can give him. He doesn’t want our surrender, our silver or our homes. He doesn’t want to bargain with us. He isn’t coming to take possession of this land. He’s coming to lay it waste.’

			His eyes bore into her, as if daring her to say that he speaks false. But Tova’s throat is dry. It’s like something out of one of her darkest fear-dreams.

			He’s wrong. He has to be. He must be confused in his head or else simply mad. Has he really seen all these things happening?
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